Lesions of the central nucleus of the amygdala block the excitatory effects of septal ablation on the acoustic startle reflex.
Many studies have investigated the role of the septum and the amygdala in emotional behavior. While the literature is somewhat inconsistent, most studies suggest a role for the septal nuclei in the inhibition of fear and stress responses (at the behavioral, autonomic and hormonal levels) while the central nucleus of the amygdala is involved in the production of such responses. The present study examined the ability of lesions of the central nucleus of the amygdala to block the excitatory effects of complete septal ablation on the acoustic startle reflex. Septal ablation produced a significant increase in startle amplitude which was blocked by concomitant lesions of the central nucleus of the amygdala. These results suggest that the increase in startle amplitude resulting from septal damage might be due to a disinhibition of neuronal activity in the central nucleus of the amygdala, a structure known to mediate the increase in startle associated with conditioned and unconditioned fear, or from antagonistic interactions at other target sites which themselves modulate startle.